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Abuse of Adults with a Disability 
Sadly, people with disabilities get abused, sometimes at the hands of people 
who help or care for them. Care providers and personal assistants, including 
family members and service providers (paid or unpaid) can be abusive. When 
abuse occurs, a disabled person’s personal health, safety and emotional well-
being may be at risk, along with their ability to engage in daily life activities.
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Approximately 1 in 8  
of All U.S. Adults Has a Disability

1 in 8 U.S. adults aged  
35 to 64 has a disability

1 in 3 adults aged 65 or 
older has a disability
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Who Uses Personal 
Assistance Service (PAS)?

PAS refers to assistance provided in performing 
activities associated with well-being, comfort, 
safety, appearance, and community interaction. 
Approximately 14.8 million American adults 
received assistance with activities of daily living 
in 1995. The majority of PAS users live in the 
community and are older than 65 years of age. 

How is PAS provided?
Among community dwelling PAS consumers: 

79% use volunteer/unpaid 
PAS only, often a family 
member or friend.

11% use both volunteer 
and paid PAS. 

10% use paid PAS only.

(World Institute on Disability, 2000)

What Does the Research Say?
•	  30% of adults with disabilities, who used PAS for support of activities of daily living, reported one or more types of 

mistreatment (i.e. physical abuse, verbal abuse, financial abuse) by their primary provider. Adults with lower incomes were  
the most likely to experience mistreatment. (Oktay & Tompkins, 2004)

•	 In a study of 342 adult men, 55% of men experienced physical abuse by any person after becoming disabled. Nearly  
12% of these men stated they experienced physical abuse by a PAS provider over their lifetime. (Powers, et al, 2008)

•	 In a study of Canadian women and men, 97% of whom were age 25 or older, the prevalence of interpersonal violence (IPV) 
was greater for those with activity limitations as compared to those without them. An activity limitation is a difficulty 
encountered by an individual in executing a task or action. Women and men with activity limitations, compared to those without 
them, were more likely to report more severe and recurring violence. When comparing men and women with activity limitations 
who experienced IPV, women encountered more frequent and severe violence. (Cohen, et al., 2006)

•	 In 2010, the age-adjusted, serious violent crime (e.g. rape, robbery, assault) victimization rate for persons with disabilities was  
16 per 1000 persons. This is triple the rate of 5 per 1,000 persons for those without disabilities. Data was based on  
non-institutionalized U.S. persons age 12 or older. (Bureau of Justice Statistics, 2011)



What Does the Research Say? Continued

•	 Institutionalized adult women with 
disabilities reported a 33% prevalence 
of having ever experienced IPV versus 
21% for institutionalized adult women 
without disabilities. (Barrett, et. al., 2008) 33% 21%
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•	 In one sample of sexually assaulted women age 55 and over, 33% of the women 
had physical disabilities and 52% had a psychiatric diagnosis. (Eckert & Sugar, 2008)

•	 In an anonymous sample, 68% of 305 
adult women with disabilities reported 
experiencing one or more types of 
abuse in the preceding year. Of those 
abused, 30% experienced sexual abuse in 
the preceding year. (Curry, et al., 2009)

•	 When considering lifetime abuse 
by any perpetrator, a sample of 
200 adult women with disabilities 
indicated that 67% had 
experienced physical abuse 
and 53% had experienced 
sexual abuse. (Powers, Curry 2002) 

•	 In a study of 78 adult men with disabilities, participants clearly indicated that abuse 
occurs for men with disabilities who utilize personal assistance services. Abuse 
included physical violence, neglect, withholding of care, financial, emotional, verbal, and 
sexual abuse. (Saxton, et. al 2006)

•	 In a study of 162 reports of sexual abuse or assault against adults and children with 
disabilities, 50% of respondents disclosed experiencing abuse or assault on more 
than 10 occasions. (Sobsey & Doe, 1991)

•	 In a study of 691 adults with an established psychotic disorder, 16% of patients 
reported being violently victimized. Those with psychosis are at considerable risk of 
violent victimization in the community. (Walsh, Moran, 2003)

•	 In a comprehensive review of literature published from 2000-2010, lifetime 
prevalence of any type of IPV against adult women with disabilities was found 
to be 26-90%. Lifetime prevalence of IPV against adult men with disabilities 
was found to be 28.7-86.7%. It was concluded that, over the course of their lives, 
IPV occurs at disproportionate and elevated rates among men and women with 
disabilities. (Hughes, et al, 2011)
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